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4 Published as part of Methuen Drama’s series of critical companions, this latest addition to
the ever-growing scholarship on August Wilson’s work bears the signature of an author
whose expertise on the playwright is significant in terms of both time and depth. Over
the span of the past three decades,  Alan Nadel has offered to this field a number of
original and influential articles and has edited two major volumes, May All Your Fences
Have Gates (1994) and August Wilson: Completing the Twentieth-Century Cycle (2010), which
along with Harry J. Elam Jr.’s monograph, The Past as Present in the Drama of August Wilson
(2004), constitute for a long time now the foremost guides and indispensable reads for
anyone who wishes to explore Wilson’s oeuvre. For the purposes of this companion, the
scholar resorts to his previous work in a general mode but also in a strict sense, since
parts of individual articles formerly published elsewhere are specifically employed here.
Yet, on the whole, this is a self-standing work of distinctive characteristics which is noted
for its own merits. 
5  First and foremost, Nadel opts for a clear and highly instructive pattern of organization
as well as a lucid and unaffected critical prose by means of which he manages to address
amply most of Wilson’s major aesthetic interventions and central thematic concerns. The
companion thus serves to introduce the dramatist’s ten-play cycle effectively to both the
average theatergoer and the inquiring young student; while, at the same time, it also re-
enforces relevant scholarly interest. In his effort to do justice to the exceptional nature of
Wilson’s  historiographic  venture,  Nadel  emphasizes  identified  areas  and  precise
parameters  which  illuminate,  nonetheless,  the  entire  spectrum  of  it  and  arranges
accordingly his readings of the plays along primarily thematic lines. Each one of the main
seven chapters in which Wilson’s plays are discussed—whether individually or in pairs—is
introduced by two brief subsections which provide information on original productions
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and explain succinctly the position each work holds within the cycle. In this mode, key
themes and character types purposefully reclaimed and reinvigorated from one play to
the next are introduced adequately to the reader, who is thus able to navigate his/her
way through this set of works that aspire to capture the specifics of the African American
experience from the first  decade of  the  twentieth century to  the  last  one.  Precisely
because Wilson did not conceive of his cycle in a strict chronological order and the plays
were originally produced in no linear, century-span fashion, the guidance offered in this
companion is particularly valuable. 
6  However,  Nadel’s  main purpose as  a  scholar  here is  to  invite  the reader  to  engage
critically with the unconventional and profound ways in which Wilson’s work sheds light
on matters of historical understanding. Following the first chapter, which is devoted to a
biographical account highlighting mostly the factors that contributed to the formation of
Wilson’s sensibility as a writer, Nadel takes the entire second chapter to identify the areas
of interest around which his own study revolves. Thus, he intently explains that he sets
out  to examine the ways in which the African American stage functions as  a  highly
competent vehicle by means of which audiences manage to acquire a vision of the life-
courses  of  those  who “remain the unaccounted casualties  of  history  or,  to  put  it  in
another way, the causalities of historiography” (17). Furthermore, he specifies that it is
both imperative and instructive for the purposes of his research to study the ways in
which Wilson’s cycle allows spectators to understand that history is, to a great extent,
performative  (21).  These  ten  plays  are  approached  as  distinctive  occasions  of
contemporary drama and theater that encourage audiences to reconsider the modes in
which history “iterates narratives to the point at which they acquire referential cogency”
(21). In particular, the scholar stresses that “[w]itnessing [the] sundry performances [of
these narratives] in myriad contexts, we refer to them as though they were true, believe
they define the accidental collisions of time and place in which we are situated, adopt
them as our sense of past and our sense of identity” (21). 
7 As the above quoted lines attest, Nadel addresses central issues and focuses on major
critical concerns of contemporary theory of history and historiography through a prose
that  is  accurate  and well-informed as  well  as  thoroughly  clear  and accessible  to  all
readers, including those who might not be extensively familiar and well-read in regard to
these areas of interest and field of knowledge. It must be noted that no single play is ever
approached here as a mere example of any particular theoretical position or an excuse for
any type of  general  and abstract  interrogation.  Instead,  the scholar’s  knowledge and
research is placed to the service of the plays he discusses, since the overall aim is no
other than a candid assessment of the playwright’s invaluable contribution to African
American drama and theater as well as his unmatched engagement with historiography.
It is precisely under this prism that Nadel studies carefully how significant the fact that
“America has always suffered from a profound confusion of human rights with property
rights” (2) proves in and for Wilson’s plays. Equally important is the scholar’s contention
that one of the major consequences of this confusion is precisely the fact that “the law
has been an instrument of privilege rather than an agent of justice” (2) throughout long
and crucial periods in US history. In addition, he conducts his research by considering
carefully the perennial repercussions of the fact that “the economic material of American
capitalism [was  extensively]  woven with the  threads of  slave  labor”  (27)  during  key
moments  for  its  establishment  and evolution.  Thus,  this  is  a  study informed by  the
recognition that “the power of property over the demands of humanity [was so strong]
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that  even a  civil  war  could not  fully  rectify  its  inequities  [and that]  the Thirteenth,
Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments served only to modify,  rather than eliminate,
America’s race-based economic caste system” (27). Only once this theoretical background
and mode of analysis have been amply introduced to the reader, does the scholar proceed
to examine how the blues served as August Wilson’s “entry into history and the means by
which it spoke to him as the musical inscription of American racial privilege” (2). 
8  To a considerable extent and in a fruitful manner, Nadel as a critic is both inspired and
instructed by the playwright he studies. He adopts this stance as he primarily seeks to
articulate sound as well as stimulating insights into a body of work that allows spectators
to  view  history  “as  a  lived  and  performed  act  of  the  imagination,  not  as  a  set  of
scientifically inscribed verities” (29). On a primary level, Nadel responds inventively to
Wilson’s intertextual weavings that define his cycle by elucidating vital connections and
key  bridging  elements  among  all  these  plays  without  ever  endorsing  any  strict  or
pedantic schema. He thus manages to command an engaging discussion of these features
that helps the reader grow aware of the versatile and dynamic ways in which Wilson’s
work  problematizes  idiosyncrasies  as  well  as  major  failures  of  the  official  canon  of
history. Furthermore, the playwright’s clear and disarming vision of all different types of
life experience as well as his sensitive ear for both the blues and the cadences of everyday
language serve to motivate the penetrating and targeted prose in which this companion
is written. It is exactly in this manner that Nadel begins his discussion of individual works
in the third chapter with one of the major landmarks in Wilson’s oeuvre, Ma Rainey’s Black
Bottom (1984). Set in the late 1920s, the play is approached by the scholar as an exemplary
instance that leads audiences to grapple anew with the idea that history “is not only a
chronicle of changing styles and fashions but also a chronicle of power, that is, of who
gets to decide what comprises the general  public  or to determine the parameters of
public taste” (40). 
9 Chapter four brings together two plays, the original productions of which were separated
from each other by more than twenty years. As almost all chapters follow the order in
which these ten plays were professionally produced for the first time, the fourth one is an
exception which reconfirms,  nonetheless,  that what matters mostly in this  study are
thematic interconnections. Thus, Nadel turns his attention to Jitney (1982) and Gem of the
Ocean (2003), set in the late 1970s and the first decade of the century, respectively, and
argues  convincingly  that  in  these  two  works  “vacant  properties  and  empty  lots  […]
represent the lot of people who have descended from property—descended, that is, from
a condition in which they constituted the capital that they were not allowed to acquire”
(55). Like Wilson whom he studies, Nadel becomes in his own turn a chronicler for his
reader  that  sheds  light  on faces  that  “bear  the  signs  […]  of  the  historically  specific
circumstances  that  commodified  human  subjugation  in  accordance  with  specific
commercial practices and legal standards” (59).
10 Wilson’s panoramic view of the twentieth century proves valuable precisely because it is
anything but generalizing and simplifying. The playwright’s emphasis on detail and his
acute  anatomy  of  the  course  African  Americans  followed  throughout  the  decades
prescribe  that  any candid account  of  his  work will  inevitably  have to  touch upon a
plethora  of  issues.  Nadel  targets  precisely  multiple  issues  and proceeds  to  articulate
incisive arguments and offer instructive insights into an equally significant number of
areas. Thus, for instance, in chapter five, his analysis of Fences (1985) and Joe Turner’s Come
and Gone (1986), set in the late 1950s and the 1910s, respectively, as well as that of The
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Piano  Lesson  (1987),  set  in  the  1930s,  in  the  sixth  chapter,  culminate  in valuable
conclusions on how these plays manage to capture in concrete stage images the severe
consequences of “not just the history of denying blacks their human rights but also [of]
the practice of denying the story of that denial […] in the dominant discourse named
‘American’ history” (81). Equally important is the comment the scholar makes, in chapter
seven, when he turns his attention to the political activism of the 1960s and discusses Two
Trains Running (1990), in which he views one of the main characters, Holloway, as a figure
that “anticipat[es] the common ground that Malcolm and MLK would find, late in both of
their lives, wherein each would recognize that the enemy wasn’t so much whiteness or
segregation as  the economic system that  made racial  antipathy advantageous” (120).
Indeed, almost all different aspects and discrete facets of the itinerary these ten plays
register on stage are adequately considered in this companion. Thus, in chapter eight,
Nadel examines first Seven Guitars (1995)—a play set in the 1940s—, and comments on the
constant predicament of subjects confronted with the “inability to fix things with the
law” (131). While, in his discussion of King Hedley II (1999) he focuses on the dynamics of
scenes which capture how “prolific violence ha[d] become normal life” (134) by the 1980s
for many in the African American community. Last but not least, in chapter nine, his
reading of Radio Golf (2005) allows the scholar to explain the emphasis with which “Wilson
[…] makes clear that the class of African Americans has not dissolved” (152) at the turn of
the millennium. Nadel contends that,  in sharp contrast to certain misleading current
trends and superficial accounts of class politics, the play casts a world in which “[t]here is
nothing, absolutely nothing, postracial” (152).
11 On the whole, this companion offers a comprehensive as shrewd insight into Wilson’s
unprecedented and highly valuable historiographic effort, despite the fact that not all
plays are equally discussed at length. The parts devoted to Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom or The
Piano Lesson, for instance, are a lot more substantial than those in which Jitney or Seven
Guitars are considered. Yet, Nadel manages to account thoroughly for a body of work that
indeed “impels [a vital] examination of American history’s representation of race” (71)
and sheds light on the nation’s collective failure “to address adequately the implications
of Emancipation” (81).  Finally, in accordance to the rules for the series of which this
companion  forms  part,  the  volume  is  supplemented  by  the  contributions  of  two
distinguished scholars in the field. Donald E. Pease’s “Seven Guitars and King Hedley II:
August  Wilson’s  Lazarus  Complex”  attracts  attention to  Wilson’s  acute  study of  “the
transgenerational  structure  of  violence  [originating  from]  African  Americans’
unconscious transference of the collective aggression aroused by an oppressive white
supremacist  social  structure  onto  black  surrogates”  (161).  While,  Harry  J.  Elam,  Jr.’s
“Performance Politics and Authenticity: Joe Turner’s Come and Gone and Jitney” illustrates
admirably the ways in which two specific productions of these plays and their reception
were “impacted by the [entirely different] informing presidential campaigns” (180) of
2008 and 2016, respectively, and manage to shed critical light on “blackness not as a fixed
entity but as a product of social construction and lived experience” (181). 
12 In  conclusion,  this  critical  companion  delivers  its  promise  since  it  does  guide  and
enlighten the reader in all these different ways, as it documents all major qualities that
define Wilson’s dramatic and theatrical cosmos and thus accounts for its complexity and
polyvalence, its enduring value for African Americans as well as the American nation in
its entirety but also its appeal to audience members well beyond US borders. 
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